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Passing Examinations
By Charles B. Couchman
When one considers the number of people who annually take
examinations for certified public accountant certificates or for
membership in the American Institute of Accountants, one is
surprised at the high percentage of failures and the question at
once arises: What are the causes? Of course, to pass such an
examination a thorough knowledge of accounting principles and
the methods of applying them is required. But it is presumably
true that all those who have passed the requirements necessary to
sit for such examinations possess a knowledge of these principles
and have put their knowledge to the test in numerous practical
applications either to business problems which they have handled
in accounting practice or to theoretical problems presented to
them in accountancy courses which were supposed to be of a
nature somewhat akin to the problems actually faced in examina
tions—which they often fail to pass.
The accusation is frequently made that these examinations are
not a suitable test of qualification to practise as a certified public
accountant, and this accusation is based upon the fact that many
people pass such examinations who later show that they are not
wholly competent, while on the other hand many thoroughly
experienced, able and satisfactory accountants have failed to pass
examinations.
The question is not a simple one. The fault may lie in the
examination; it may lie in the lack of ability on the part of the
examinee, or the unsatisfactory results may be traced to condi
tions under which the examination must be written.
The problem of whether or not such examinations as those set
by the American Institute or by state boards which do not use the
Institute questions are a proper test of the qualifications of a
person who proposes to enter the profession of public accountancy
is one which I do not care to discuss at length in this article.
Some examinations which have been given are subject to criti
cism. Many problems have been presented which I feel are not
suitable for such a test, but even with these criticizable points the
average examination accomplishes its purpose much more success
fully than some examinees would have us believe.
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A study of the papers turned in as a result of numerous ac
countancy examinations leads to the following conclusions: First,
many applicants for such examinations do not have a knowledge
of fundamental accounting principles; second, many who appear
to know accounting principles either have little knowledge of how
to apply them or do not take advantage of their knowledge; third,
many fail properly to interpret the question that is asked or
overlook some vital element; fourth, many others, even though
they do not err in any of these ways seem to lack sufficient knowl
edge of business customs and operations; fifth, others, who may
have ample knowledge of principles and how to apply them, fail
from what is apparently nothing more than nervousness.

Accounting Principles
It seems strange that men would attempt to pass an account
ing examination when they were lacking in some of the funda
mental principles recognized by the profession, but many
evidently do, if one may judge by some of the papers submitted.
This article can be of little value to such applicants, except perhaps
to deter them from attempting examinations until they have made
themselves familiar with at least the basic principles of the sub
ject. While there are many moot points in accountancy and
many procedures that have not yet been crystallized into definite
and accepted principles, it must not be overlooked that there are
certain rules and relations that are accepted in the world of com
merce as fundamental.
Knowledge of these fundamentals must be gained by consistent
and logical study. This study must be accomplished through
some well defined accounting course accompanied by proper in
struction from qualified men, or it must be gained by careful
reading of authoritative books on the subject, combined with
thoughtful consideration of the cause and effect of commercial
practices and procedures, always going back of the procedure to
discover the reasons and to codify such reasons into a logical
scheme of principles.

Application of Principles
In the profession of accountancy a knowledge of principles is of
little value if unaccompanied by skill in application. A major
purpose in examinations is to offer opportunity to the applicant
to demonstrate that skill. It is in this respect that many fail.
Failure may be due to a lack in properly presenting the results
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desired. The setting up of financial statements in proper form is
more than merely reaching “an answer.” A man who had taken
an examination complained of his failure and illustrated his point
by reproducing as nearly as he could an answer to a question in
which it was necessary to determine the amount of profit and loss
resulting from certain stated facts and figures. He had ascer
tained the correct amount and felt that his grade for that problem
should have been perfect. His paper, however, showed no more
than a series of additions and subtractions without anything that
could be recognized as even an attempt at presenting a profit-andloss statement according to any accepted or logical form. Appli
cation of principles in accountancy involves not only the accurate
determination of facts in their proper relation but the presentation
of such facts by a method and in a form which will be acceptable
to the commercial world.
Interpretation of Problem
Most candidates for accountancy examinations have perhaps a
sufficient knowledge of accounting principles and at least a pass
able skill in their application, but they do not all succeed in the
tests, and the reason frequently is the lack of a proper interpreta
tion of the problems presented. Sometimes this fault may be
traced back to a lack of clarity in the wording of the problem.
Those who devise such examinations frequently fail to make clear
the ideas which they have in mind. No doubt the reader has seen
at times questions of which no amount of study would determine
with any degree of certainty the solution desired or expected by the
examiner. Fortunately, however, such ambiguous questions are
rare in the best type of examination and are not sufficiently
numerous to constitute a legitimate defense for the great number
of applicants who fail to grasp the significance of the questions or
problems.
Misinterpretation of the questions may result from hurried
reading or from failure to appreciate the significance of certain
modifying words or qualifying terms. The writer recalls a cer
tain problem given in a state examination which resulted in a
heavy list of casualties among the corps of ambitious students who
undertook to surmount its difficulties. This result was due to one
word which was apparently overlooked by all but a very few.
The word was “fiscal” used as an adjective to modify “year”.
This is a term which should instantly have caught the attention of
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any accountant, yet the great majority of those aspiring to the
title of certified public accountant, as a result of this examination,
failed to give any heed to the term and carefully and accurately
solved the whole problem upon the calendar-year basis. The
history of examinations is replete with such examples but there is
neither time nor space to repeat them here. A few more minutes
spent in the careful study of a problem, even though it results in a
few minutes less for the solution, will usually produce a better net
result.
Nervousness

The study of examinations discloses the fact that many appli
cants have a thorough knowledge of accounting principles and
know how to apply them and unquestionably are skilled in the
interpretation of problems, yet under actual examination condi
tions fail to acquit themselves in a creditable manner. The
explanation for this can probably be found in the one word
“nervousness.” It is quite natural and probably inevitable that
the accountant attempting to pass an examination, is under a
mental strain that he would not feel under the conditions of
ordinary accounting practice. In the latter, he usually feels
master of the situation, whereas he approaches the examination
with somewhat of awe and uncertainty.
Some Hints

Let me now suggest to the prospective candidate some definite
steps which he can take to minimize such nervousness and help to
obviate its evil effects. I suggest five items as worthy of con
sideration :
Budget the time
Study questions (15 minutes)
Answer easiest first
Relax (5 minutes)
Review (15 minutes)
In accounting examinations, one disconcerting factor is the
necessity of working against time, which is in itself always nerveracking.
For the ordinary two or three-hour examination, take a side
sheet of paper and record the number of minutes allowed for the
examination. Subtract thirty-five minutes from this. This
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period of thirty-five minutes is to cover the second, fourth and
fifth items above. Apportion the remaining time to the number
of questions that must be solved.
Of the thirty-five minutes assign fifteen to studying the ques
tions. Read each question through carefully, checking with
pencil any word which has a bearing on the result but later might
be overlooked during the actual solving. As each question is
read make a symbol at one side of it to indicate to which of three
classes it belongs, for instance: one, those which I can answer;
two, those that are doubtful; three, those which I can not answer.
This gives you a slight clue as to how you are going to come out
in the examination. Of course, if all the questions come under the
third group, this plan may not be of much aid to you and may not
aid at all in decreasing the embarrassing nervousness to which I
have referred.
On the other hand, there may be some questions which fall into
the first group. If so, an immediate tackling of these will serve
to increase your confidence and enable you to work more effec
tively even upon the doubtful ones.
Answer Easiest First

Make it a rule to answer the easiest questions first. Some
applicants think the questions must be answered in the order in
which they are listed in the papers and fear that any other order
would tend to prejudice the examiners against them. I have not
known of any case where this idea was well founded. Examiners
are thankful to get correct solutions in whatever order they may
be listed. Be sure, however, to give to each question the same
number that is assigned to it on the examination papers. If the
questions are such that your solutions to each are on separate
sheets of paper, they may be readily re-sorted at the close and
presented in proper order.
The advantages of answering the easiest questions first are
twofold. If you begin on the difficult ones you may never have
time for the ones you understand. And the realization that you
are correctly solving the questions gives you much greater con
fidence with regard to the others.
Perhaps more than one courageous soul finding that he had
answered all he knew but that more must yet be answered if he
was to pass has valiantly and victoriously attacked one of those
“fifty-fifty” questions which sometimes appear, in which the
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query is "Who wins, A or B?” knowing that he had at least an
even chance of guessing right.
In the case of an ambiguous question, where even the most
careful consideration fails to determine which of two methods
of solution is intended, the applicant frequently is nonplussed and
passes the question by. In such a question try if possible to
determine which of the two methods is more likely to have been in
the mind of the examiner; or, failing in that, select the method
most common in business practice, and solve according to this
method. Be sure to call attention to the fact that the problem
is susceptible to two interpretations. Show why you have chosen
the one for the basis of your solution. Outline briefly the other
method.
Relax
Stop work at the minute your watch shows that only twenty
minutes remain of your examination period even though you have
not completed the question on which you are working. Slump
back in your chair, close your eyes and for a few minutes forget all
about the examination or anything of a kindred nature. This
period is akin to that in which the swimmer lifts his face for an
instant and drinks in a fresh gulp of air. The brain has a chance
to relax from its strain. If you have never tried this before, you
will be astonished at the freshness with which you can pick up
your papers and go on reviewing them.

Review
I do not know whether any analyst has explained it fully, but
nevertheless it is unquestionably true that many people writing at
high speed make statements on their papers that they never
intended to make—important words are omitted, the intended
meaning of words is sometimes completely reversed—all because
of the haste with which the work is done. Therefore, the most
important fifteen minutes of the whole time assigned to the ex
amination is probably that period during which the finished work
is carefully reviewed before it is presented. In this review period
you may discover some of those unconscious errors such as the
omission of important words which you have made in your
written work. When you have completed this there may be
enough time left for you to go on with uncompleted questions and,
perhaps, bring them to a happy solution.
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